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(57) Abstract 

The specification discloses a scalable parallel vector 
computer system including a multiple vector processor ne- 
twork, a common memory, and communication network 
for communicating between the vector processors and the 
common memory. The communication network is de- 
signed such that information transmitted suffers variable 
latencies. These latencies are substantially hidden through 
the use of context switching vector processors containing 
multiple instruction threads. These vector processors ex- 
ecute the instructions in one thread until an issue block is 
encountered, then context switch to the next thread, conti- 
nuing this process until all instructions are executed. This 
context switching significantly reduces processor idle time. 
As a result, the system of the present invention may be 
scaled to virtually any number of processors by simple re- 
plication without substantially impacting individual pro- 
cessor performance. 
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A SCALABLE PARALLEL VECTOR COMPUTER SYSTEM 

Field of the Invention 

5 The present invention pertains generally to the 

field of high-speed digital data processing systems, and 
more particularly to scalable multiprocessor super 
computing machines adapted for vector processing. 

10 Background of the Invention 

Many scientific data processing tasks involve 
extensive arithmetic manipulation of ordered arrays of 
data. Commonly, this type of manipulation or "vector" 
processing involves performing the same operation 

15 repetitively on each successive element of a set of data. 
Most computers are organized with one central processing 
unit (CPU) which can communicate with a memory and with 
input-output (I/O) . To perform an arithmetic function, 
each of the operands must be successively brought to the 

2 0 CPU from memory, the functions must be performed, and the 
result returned to memory. However, the CPU can usually 
process instructions and data in less elapsed time than 
they can be fetched from the memory unit. This "inherent 
memory latency" results in the CPU sitting idle much of 

25 the time waiting for instructions or data to be retrieved 
from memory. Machines utilizing this type of 

organization, i.e. "scalar" machines, have therefore been 
found too slow and hardware inefficient for practical use 
in large scale processing tasks. 
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In order to increase processing speed and 
hardware efficiency when dealing with ordered arrays of 
data, "vector * machines have been developed. A vector 
machine is one which deals with ordered arrays of data by 
5 virtue of its hardware organization, thus attaining a 
higher speed of operation than scalar machines. One such 
vector machine is disclosed in U.S. Patent No. 4,128,880, 
issued December 5, 1978 to Cray, which patent is 
incorporated herein by reference. 

10 The vector processing machine of the Cray patent 

is a single processor machine having three vector 
functional units specifically designed for performing 
vector operations. The Cray patent also provides a set of 
eight vector registers. Because vector operations can be 

15 performed using data directly from the vector registers, 
a substantial reduction in memory access requirements (and 
thus delay due to the inherent memory latency) is achieved 
where repeated computation on the same data is required. 

The Cray patent also employs prefetching of 

20 instructions and data as a means of hiding inherent memory 
latencies. This technique, known as "pipelining", 
involves the prefetching of program instructions and 
writing them into one end of an instruction "pipe" of 
length n while previous instructions are being executed. 

25 The corresponding data necessary for execution of that 
instruction is also fetched from memory and written into 
one end of a separate data pipeline or "chain". Thus, by 
the time an instruction reaches the read end of the pipe, 



WO 92/07335 PCT/US91/07271 

3 

the data necessary for execution which had to be retrieved 
from memory is immediately available for processing from 
the read end of the data chain. By pipelining 
instructions and chaining the data, then, most of the 
5 execution time can be overlapped with the memory fetch 
time. As a result, processor idle time is greatly 
reduced. 

Computer processing speed and efficiency in both 
scalar and vector machines can be further increased 

10 through the use of multiprocessing techniques. 
Multiprocessing involves the use of two or more processors 
sharing system resources, such as the main memory. 
Independent tasks of different jobs or related tasks of a 
single job may be run on the multiple processors. Each 

15 processor obeys its own set of instructions, and the 
processors execute their instructions simultaneously ("in 
parallel") . By increasing the number of processors and 
operating them in parallel, more work can be done in a 
shorter period of time. 

20 An example of a two-processor multiprocessing 

vector machine is disclosed in U.S. Patent No. 4,63 6,942, 
issued January 13, 1987 to Chen et al., which patent is 
incorporated herein by reference. Another aspect of the 
two-processor machine of the Chen '942 patent is disclosed 

25 in U.S. Patent No. 4,661,900, issued April 28, 1987 to 
Chen et al . , which patent is incorporated herein by 
reference. A four-processor multiprocessing vector 
machine is disclosed in U.S. Patent No. 4,745,545, issued 
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May 17 , 1988 to Schiffleger, and in U.S. Patent No. 
4,754,398, issued June 28, 1988 to Pribnow, both of which 
are incorporated herein by reference. All of the above 
named patents are assigned to Cray Research, Inc., the 
5 assignee of the present invention. 

Another multiprocessing vector machine from Cray 
Research, Inc. , the assignee of the present invention, is 
the Y-MP vector supercomputer. A detailed description of 
the Y-MP architecture can be found in the co-pending and 

10 commonly assigned patent application Serial No. 
07/307,882, filed February 7, 1989, entitled "MEMORY 
ACCESS CONFLICT RESOLUTION SYSTEM FOR THE Y-MP", which 
application is incorporated herein by reference. In the 
Y-MP design, each vector processor has a single pipeline 

15 for executing instructions. Each processor accesses common 
memory in a completely connected topology which leads to 
unavoidable collisions between processors attempting to 
access the same areas of memory. The Y-MP uses a 
collision avoidance system to minimize the collisions and 

20 clear up conflicts as quickly as possible. The conflict 
resolution system deactivates the processors involved and 
shuts down the vectors while the conflict is being 
resolved. Therefore, a collision introduces processor 
idle time because the processors involved must wait for 

25 the collision to be resolved. Because of this problem, 
the Y-MP supercomputer is limited to the relatively small 
number of only eight vector processors. Expanding the Y- 
MP design to include more processors would increase the 
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number of memory access conflicts between processors and 
thus increase processor idle time. The Y-MP architecture 
is therefore not adaptable for massively parallel vector 
processing, in which it is desirable to have hundreds or 
5 thousands of processors in a system. 

Although multiprocessing can increase performance 
speed, the increase is not linearly related to the number 
of processors employed. This is largely due to two 
factors: overhead and "lockout". Significant overhead 

10 is introduced in a multiprocessor environment because of 
the increased level of control and synchronization 
required to coordinate the processors and processor 
functions. Communication between and control of all the 
processors introduces performance degradation into 

15 multiprocessing systems. When several processors are 
cooperating to perform a task, data dependencies between 
and the passing of data between processors are inevitable. 
Processor idle time is introduced when one processor must 
wait for data to be passed to it from another processor. 

20 System performance is thus reduced. 

The other significant cause of multiprocessor 
system degradation is processor lockout, or "blocking", 
associated with multiple processors sharing common 
resources. This occurs when one processor attempts to 

25 access a shared resource which another processor is 
already using. The processor is thus blocked from using 
the shared resource and must wait until the other 
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processor is finished. Again, processor idle time occurs 
and system performance is reduced. 

An additional drawback of the art described above 
is that they are oriented toward solving single pipelined 
5 jobs very fast, and therefore do not take advantage of the 
high level of parallelism inherent in many jobs. 

Some scalar multiprocessing machines have been 
developed which attempt to obtain greater performance by 
introducing another aspect of parallelism into the 

10 machine. Rather than using the standard multiprocessing 
technique of using several processors, each with one 
instruction stream, these scalar machines employ several 
processors, each having multiple instruction streams, or 
"threads" . Computational and memory latencies are covered 

15 by "context switching" between the threads within a 
processor. One example of such a machine is the Denelcor 
Heterogenous Element Processor (HEP) . 

The Denelcor HEP is a scalar multiprocessing 
machine which can contain up to 16 processors each having 

20 up to 128 pipelined instruction threads. Each thread has 
its own program memory, general purpose registers and 
functional units. The HEP context switch is accomplished 
by time-slicing the multiple threads in the processor, 
i.e., the processor switches threads on each clock cycle. 

25 Every clock cycle the next thread in circular order is 
permitted to issue an instruction. After n clock cycles, 
all n threads have been allowed to issue an instruction. 
On clock cycle (n+l) , the processor will context switch 
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back to the first thread and the process repeats itself. 
For example, a 16 thread context switching processor could 
effectively hide any latencies that were 15 or fewer clock 
periods in length, since a particular thread is active 
5 only one out of every 16 consecutive clock cycles. 

Although the context switching scheme of the 
Denelcor HEP can hide relatively short memory latencies, 
latencies which are longer than the number of threads can 
result in a thread being passed over during its time-slice 
10 because of a lingering data dependency or a block due to 
more than one processor attempting to access shared 
resources. For example, in high-speed clock systems, 
memory may be 30 or more clock cycles "distant " from the 
processors in a best case situation. Such a system would 
15 require 30 or more independent program threads to cover 
the memory access latency. If fewer threads are used many 
wasted returns to a blocked thread can occur. This 
results in processor idle time and a corresponding 
reduction in performance. 
20 Although this problem in the HEP can apparently 

be resolved by increasing the number of threads, that 
solution creates other problems. First, operating system 
management becomes ever more complex as the number of 
threads in a processor goes up. Second, a multithreading 
25 compiler may have difficulties finding sufficient 
unrelated threads with no shared data dependencies to make 
effective use of even 16 processors. Because of this, a 
processor will often run with less than the optimal number 
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of threads. This in turn increases the likelihood that 
latencies and data dependencies will not be resolved by 
the time a thread is selected for processing again. 

The time-slice nature of the HEP context switch 
5 further limits use of the HEP. The reliance on simple 
time-slice switching techniques rests on the assumption 
that computational and memory latencies are fixed. 
However, this is typically not the case in multiprocessor 
environments where variable latencies abound. 

10 Moreover, because the HEP is a scalar machine 

having a maximum of only sixteen processors, it is not 
desirable for use with large scale vector processing 
tasks. Because scalar machines require more instructions 
and more data manipulation to complete vector operations, 

15 vector operations take much longer and are more 
inefficiently performed on a the HEP. Also, because the 
HEP design is limited to a relatively small number (16) of 
processors, the design cannot be expanded to a massively 
parallel processing architecture, in which it is desirable 

2 0 to have hundreds or thousands of processors. 

Another example of a scalar 
multiprocessor/multithread machine is the HORIZON concept 
architecture under study at the Supercomputing Research 
Center and at Tera Computer Company. The HORIZON 

25 architecture is closely related to the architecture of its 
predecessor, the aforementioned Denelcor HEP, in that each 
processor has up to 128 pipelined instruction threads, and 
a context switch occurs after every machine cycle. Also, 
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each thread in the HORIZON has its own general purpose 
registers, program counter and processor state. 

One basic difference between the two 
architectures is that while the HEP can have up to only 16 
5 processors, the HORIZON may have from 256 to 1024 
processors. However, because the architecture is so 
closely related to the HEP architecture, most of the 
drawbacks encountered with the HEP are still present in 
HORIZON. Again, the problems involved with the 

10 requirement of a large number of threads per processor, 
difficulties in finding a large number of unrelated 
program threads, the assumption of fixed latencies, and 
the limitations of scalar machines make the HORIZON 
architecture a less desirable alternative for use with 

15 large scale vector processing tasks. 

Another aspect of multiprocessing machines which 
effects overall machine performance is the processors to 
memory interface. One solution to the multiprocessor 
interface question can be found in the Monarch parallel 

2 0 multiprocessing computer, designed by BBN Systems and 
Technologies Corporation. The Monarch is a scalar, single 
threaded multiprocessing architecture, which uses a 
technique called "circuit switching" to communicate 
between processors and memory. In the circuit switching 

25 interface scheme, all processors share the same path to 
memory. When a processor in the Monarch design has a 
memory request, the entire path from the processor network 
to memory is opened up and is kept open until the memory 
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and the processor are done communicating. This scheme can 
choke off other processors which are attempting to 
reference memory through the circuit switching network, 
limiting the reference transfer rate and resulting in a 
5 high amount of processor idle time. Such a design is 
therefore not practical for use in multiprocessor, 
multithreaded, vector processing in which an inherently 
large volume of data must be passed between the processors 
and the memory. 

10 Another solution to the multiprocessor memory 

interface can be found in the HORIZON routing scheme. The 
HORIZON interface network uses a scheme called desperation 
• routing, or hot potato routing. HORIZON'S desperation 
routing is a multi-stage network which has multiple inputs 

15 and the equivalent measure of outputs. This routing 
scheme says that every input gets routed to an output 
every network cycle. For example, if there are four input 
references, and each of the four input references wants to 
go to the same output, one of the four input references 

20 gets the right choice and all the other inputs get some 
other, undesired choice. This means that three out of the 
four inputs take a much longer path through the network. 
The HORIZON desperation network is routed in such a 
fashion that these other three references will eventually 

25 come back to the desired input and have another 
opportunity to get to the desired output. So that 
references will not be forever lost in the network, the 
HORIZON routing scheme has a mechanism such that the 
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longer a reference is in the network, its priority goes up 
so that it will eventually win out over contending 
references for the same output. Those skilled in the art 
will readily recognize that such a routing scheme results 
5 in a single reference having multiple possibilities on how 
to get to the desired end point, and that many references 
can spend a very long period of time trying to fight 
traffic in the network. Thus, the HORIZON desperation 
routing scheme is also not desirable for use in 
10 multithreaded vector processing machines. 

Therefore, there is a need in the art for a 
computing machine which takes advantage of vector 
processing, which takes further advantage of the very high 
degree of parallelism inherent in many large scale vector 
15 processing tasks, and which is easily scalable to any 
number of processors without the need for extensive 
redesigns of the operating system or processors. 

Summary of the Invention 

To overcome limitations in the art described 
above and to overcome other limitations that will become 
apparent upon reading and understanding the present 
specification, the present invention provides a scalable 
multiprocessor supercomputing machine adapted for vector 
processing wherein multiple unrelated program threads can 
execute instructions in the same processor. The computer 
could be configured with any number of processors; the 
modular nature of the architecture permits the 
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construction of any scale of the machine by simple 
replication. 

The architecture implements a resource sharing 
scheme whereby multiple unrelated program threads can 
5 execute instructions in the same processor. Only one of 
the multiple threads is active at any time, and remains 
active until an issue block due to a memory conflict is 
encountered. When a block occurs, the processor de- 
activates the current thread and context switches to the 

10 next thread in a round robin fashion. Because each thread 
is allowed to run until a block occurs, and because the 
system is designed for vector processing, only a small 
number of unrelated program threads are necessary to cover 
computational and memory latencies in the preferred 

15 embodiment. Higher throughput with far fewer threads than 
were possible with previous machines can thus be obtained. 

A key system design assumption is that the 
multithreaded context switching processor covers memory 
access latencies by executing unrelated code from the 

20 multiple program threads. Operating each thread with code 
unrelated to another thread in the processor ensures that 
a block resulting in a context switch is local (thread 
specific) and will not affect execution of any other 
thread in the processor. A particular thread is expected 

25 to have its blocks resolved and be ready to activate again 
after all the other threads have had their turn in the 
round robin execution cycle. 
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The shared main memory utilized in the 
architecture of the present invention is divided into 
several memory banks. The processors communicate with the 
shared memory via a multilayer crossbar network. The 
5 crossbar network maintains the independence of each 
processor-to-memory port all the way to the memory banks. 
Communication and synchronization between processors is 
accomplished through the use of shared registers located 
at the shared memory and accessed through the crossbar 
10 network using special instructions. 



Description of the Drawings 
In the drawings, where like numerals refer to 
like elements throughout the several views; 
15 FIGURE 1 shows a block diagram of the overall 

architecture of the present invention. 

FIGURE 2 is a more detailed block diagram of one 
of the layers shown in FIGURE 1. 

FIGURES 3 A and 3B show a block diagram of a 
2 0 processor of the type used in one preferred embodiment of 
the present invention. 

FIGURES 4A, 4B and 4C show block diagrams of the 
input circuitry for the processor ports of the present 
invention. 

25 FIGURE 5A, 5B and 5C show block diagrams of the 

output circuitry for the processor ports of the present 
invention. 
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FIGURE 6 is a more detailed block diagram of a 
4x4 crossbar switch shown in FIGURE 1 taken along the 
dashed lines. 

FIGURES 7A and 7B show a block diagram of a 
5 memory board of the type used in the present invention. 

Detailed Description 
of the Preferred Embodiment 

In the following detailed description of the 

10 Preferred Embodiment, reference is made to the 
accompanying drawings which form a part hereof, and in 
which is shown by way of illustration a specific 
embodiment in which the invention may be practiced. It is 
to be understood that other embodiments may be utilized 

15 and structural or logical changes may be made without 
departing from the scope of the present invention. The 
following detailed description, therefore, is not to be 
taken in a limiting sense, and the scope of the present 
invention is defined by the appended claims. 

2 0 Referring now to FIGURE 1, a simplified block 

diagram of the overall architecture of the present 
invention is shown. FIGURE 1 shows a multiple processor 
network 100 interfaced to common memory 600 via several 
crossbar networks 400. In the preferred embodiment of the 

25 present invention, each individual processor (not shown) 
in processor network 100 has three ports to common memory, 
port A, port B and port C. To minimize memory contention 
and blocking as seen from the processor side, the three 
port paths are kept separate all the way to common memory 

30 600. This is accomplished by dedicating to each port its 
own separate inbound crossbar networks, shown by phantom 
lines 440, and outbound crossbar networks, shown by * 
phantom lines 420. ("Outbound" crossbar networks handle 
processor-to-memory references, while the "inbound" 

35 crossbar networks handle memory-to-processor references.) 
For example, then, all port A processor-to-memory 



WO 92/07335 



PCT/US91/07271 



15 

references from the individual processors in processor 
network 100 are dedicated to outbound path 402. All port 
B processor-to-memory references are dedicated to outbound 
path 404 , and all port C processor-to-memory references to 
5 outbound path 406- Similarly, all port A memory-to- 
processor references could be dedicated to inbound path 
412, etc. 

Because all of the inbound and outbound port 
paths are separate, the design of the present invention 

10 has great advantages over those designs where all three 
ports from all of the processors are contending for the 
same access to memory. In the latter type of design, 
where all three ports share the same path to memory, it is 
highly likely that the memory paths will be choked when 

15 the next port or processor attempts to get its memory 
reference out of the processor and on the way to memory. 
In the design of the present invention, however, there is 
a very low probability that a path will be choked since 
all three ports have both a dedicated inbound and outbound 

20 crossbar network. Therefore, because port references are 
not contending with each other, they can just go out of 
the processor. Thus, the design of the present invention 
reduces memory path contention and blocking from the 
processor standpoint, a feature which those skilled in the 

25 art will readily recognize affords a great advantage over 
alternative designs. 

Although in the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention each individual processor in processor 
network 100 has three reference ports, those skilled in 

3 0 the art will readily recognize and appreciate that each 
individual processor could contain any number of reference 
ports. For example, if the number of reference ports per 
processor was increased to 10, the number of inbound 
crossbar networks 400 would also be increased to 10, and 

35 the number of outbound crossbar networks would also be 
increased to 10, so that each set of reference ports could 
have its own separate inbound and outbound paths to 
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memory. Those skilled in the art will recognize that any 
number of reference ports per processor may be used 
without departing from the scope of the present invention. 

5 FIGURE 2 shows a more detailed block diagram of 

a single processors-to-memory crossbar network 400. 
Specifically, FIGURE 2 shows a sixteen processor version 
of the present invention interfaced to common memory 600 
via a single multilayer crossbar network 400. The 

10 crossbar network 400 shown is only the outbound 
processors-to-memory crossbar network for all port A 
processor references. . In the full embodiment of the 
present invention, there would be two more outbound 
crossbar networks 400 identical to the one shown in FIGURE 

15 2 for ports B and C, and also three more identical cross 
bar networks 400 to handle inbound references for each of 
* the three ports. 

Because the architecture of the present invention 
is designed to be easily scalable, those skilled in the 

20 art will readily recognize and appreciate that the 
architecture of the present invention could also be 
constructed with any number of processors. For simplicity 
of illustration, however, only the sixteen processor 
embodiment of the present invention is shown in FIGURE 2. 

25 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, common memory 600 is divided into memory boards 
800 such that there is one memory board per final output 
in the last layer of crossbar network 400. Thus, the 

3 0 sixteen processor embodiment of the present invention 
shown in FIGURE 2 contains 64 memory boards 800. 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, each layer of crossbar network 400 is 
constructed from modular 4x4 crossbar switches 500. Each 

35 crossbar switch 500 has the ability to steer data from one 
of the four inputs to one of the four outputs. The 
crossbar network 400 between processor network 100 and 
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common memory 600 for a four processor embodiment of the 
present invention (not shown) consists of a single layer 
of 4x4 crossbar switches 500. The sixteen processor 
embodiment of the present invention shown in FIGURE 2 
5 consists of two layers of crossbar switches 500. One 
layer of crossbar switches 500, four times wider than the 
last, is added to the network as the number of processors 
101 and memory banks 800 is increased by 4. Thus the 1024 
processor embodiment of the present invention consists of 

10 five layers of crossbar switches 500. 

Although the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention uses 4x4 crossbar switches 500, those skilled in 
the art will readily appreciate that the crossbar switch 
500 could be constructed with any number of inputs and 

15 outputs. For example, crossbar network 500 of the present 
invention could be constructed with 8x8, 2x2, 2x4, 4x2, 
etc. In addition, those skilled in the art will realize 
that the ratio of processors to memory boards changes as 
the number of inputs and outputs in a crossbar switch 

20 changes. Those skilled in the art will recognize that 
these and other alternate embodiments can be substituted 
for the specific embodiment shown without departing from 
the scope of the present invention. 

In the present invention, the modularity of 

25 architecture in the processors 101, crossbar network 400, 
and memory boards 800 permits construction of any scale of 
the computing machine of the present invention by simple 
replication. The same modules which comprise the smallest 
system are used without modification to construct the 

30 largest. Those skilled in the art will readily recognize 
that because the modularity and expansibility of the 
present invention are inherent in the architecture, they 
are independent of the technology chosen for 
implementation . 

35 
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Processor Design 
FIGURES 3A and 3B show a block diagram of a 
processor 101 of the type used in the present invention. 
In the preferred embodiment of the present invention, 
5 processor 101 is essentially a modified Cray 2 style 
processor, made by Cray Research Inc. , the assignee of the 
present invention. 

Each processor 101 contains a set of eight 
instruction pipelines or "threads" llOa-h. Each thread 
10 110a~h has its own dedicated set of eight instruction 
buffers 112. The instruction buffers are blocks of 
high-speed instruction memory, and make up the instruction 
pipelines for each thread. The operation of a set of 
instruction buffers in Cray Research, Inc. single threaded 
15 machines is described more thoroughly in U.S. Patent No. 
4,128,880, issued Dec. 5, 1978, to Cray, Jr., assigned to 
the same assignee as the present invention and 
incorporated herein by reference. 

The present invention hides system latencies by 
20 context switching between threads in a processor. The 
present invention uses an "on demand" context switching 
method wherein a processor 101 executes one particular 
thread at a time for as long as that thread encounters no 
data dependencies from common memory to block issue. The 
25 processor of the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention switches context only when a thread encounters 
a hold issue condition caused by data not being received 
from common memory. Such a condition occurs when an 
instruction calls for use of a register that is reserved 
3 0 due to a load from common memory, on a branch to a memory 
location that is not in the instruction buffers, or when 
a processor is waiting for a semaphore from common memory 
(i.e., processor synchronization delays). A port block 
occurring when a processor attempts to read or write to 
35 common memory will not cause a context switch. Only when 
a thread is attempting to use data from common memory and 
that data is not yet received will a context switch occur. 
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Once a block is encountered, processor 101 deactivates the 
current thread and context switches to the next thread in 
round robin order, A thread will not be context switched 
back into the processor until all of its data dependent 
5 issue blocks from common memory are resolved. 

For example , assume processor 101 activates 
thread 110a. Processor 101 then executes the instructions 
in thread 110a contained in that thread's instruction 
buffers until an issue block data dependency from common 

10 memory is encountered, at which point it deactivates 
thread 110a, checks if all of thread 110b 's blocks are 
resolved, and if so, context switches to thread 110b. 
Processor 101 then executes the instructions in thread 
110b contained in that thread's instruction buffers until 

15 an issue block data dependency from common memory is 
encountered, checks if all of thread 110c' s issue blocks 
are resolved, and if so, context switches to thread 110c, 
and so on. From thread HOh, processor 101 context 
switches back to thread 110a. If in the above example 

2 0 thread 110b did not have its blocks resolved when thread 

110a encountered a block, processor 101 would simply check 
if all of thread 110c 's blocks were resolved, and if so, 
context switch to thread 110c, etc. Processor 101 would 
continue to context switch between threads in this round 
25 robin fashion until it completed execution of the 
program (s) . 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, the number of threads 110 in each processor 101 
was chosen at eight to ensure that blocks causing a 

3 0 context switch from one thread to another are resolved by 

the time processor 101 again selects that particular 
thread for execution. The resolution of all memory 
related data dependencies must reliably take place in less 
than the number of program threads times the "typical " 
35 amount of time any one thread remains active. For a 
sixteen processor embodiment of the present invention 
utilizing 4x4 crossbar switches, and assuming a 13 clock 
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period memory bank cycle time, simulations have 
demonstrated an average single memory reference latency of 
approximately 53 clock periods. Thus, if each thread in 
the system can run for at least seven clock periods 
5 without encountering a block, only 8 unrelated program 
threads are needed to cover a 53 clock period latency. 
Because the present invention uses vector processing, 
wherein a single vector instruction can busy processor 
resources for up to 64 clocks, those skilled in the art 

10 will recognize that the odds that a single thread will be 
active for seven or more clock periods are greatly 
improved. Even if a program contains a relatively small 
percentage of vector code (i.e., only one thread contains 
vector instructions) , nearly all latencies would still be 

15 hidden. Therefore, the number of program threads resident 
in a processor 101 in the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention was chosen at eight for a system having 
sixteen processors. In highly parallel systems having 
more processors and an increased number of threads 

20 containing vector code, simulations have demonstrated that 
only four threads are necessary to adequately hide system 
latencies. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that 
the relatively small number of threads per processor 
employed in the present invention greatly reduces system 

25 overhead associated with operating system management and 
compiler task assignment. 

Alternate embodiments having fewer processors 
would be more than adequately served as long as the 
largest system memory latency is hidden. Other alternate 

30 embodiments of the present invention may be obtained by 
combining different numbers of processors with different 
numbers of threads for each processor, the only 
requirement being that system latencies are hidden. Those 
skilled in the art will readily recognize that these and 

35 other alternate embodiments are calculated to achieve the 
same purpose as the preferred embodiment described herein, 



WO 92/07335 



PCT/US91/07271 



21 

and may be substituted for the specific embodiment shown 
without departing from the scope of the present invention. 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention , the only blocks which cause a context switch 
5 are memory read data dependencies, branch instructions, or 
processor synchronization delays. By design, the context 
switching vector processor of the present invention does 
not cover those pipeline latencies internal to a processor 
which may occur during processing, such as functional unit 

10 latencies that create data dependent issue blocks. 
However, functional unit latencies are fixed, well known 
quantities (such as a floating point multiply latency or 
a floating point add latency) . Mature compiler techniques 
can take advantage of these known latencies and hide 

15 scalar instructions in parallel threads behind the vector 
instructions with great accuracy. Thus the compiler can 
do a very efficient job of optimizing the code to take 
advantage of context switching. Another reason for not 
switching contexts due to functional unit latencies is to 

2 0 prevent the senseless "spinning" of contexts during 

efficient stretches of vector code that busy major 
resources for vector length clock periods, thereby 
effectively preventing all threads from issuing any 
instructions . 

25 The multithreaded processor design of the present 

invention also lends itself particularly well to 
programmer code optimization. Because the programmer 
often knows at the time of programming the data 
dependencies that will occur during execution of the code, 

3 0 the context switches which will occur during execution in 

the processors of the present invention are very 
predictable. Therefore, because the programmer knows that 
a certain thread of code will have complete control of 
processor resources at a particular time, sophisticated 
35 programming techniques can be employed to take advantage 
of the multithreaded processing of the present invention. 
For example, a programmer could design the code to execute 
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a floating point vector add and then hide some scalar 
instructions behind it to be executed while the floating 
add instruction is waiting due to the resulting functional 
unit latency which does not cause a context switch. To do 
5 this the programmer need simply design the code such that 
the scalar instruction is in the same thread as and 
immediately follows the floating vector add. 

Each thread in a processor 101 requires an 
independent and private copy of its complete register 

10 resources. FIGURE 3A shows that a processor 101 contains 
eight sets of address registers 120a-h, eight sets of 
scalar registers 130a-h, and eight sets of vector 
registers 140a-h. Each address register set (for example, 
set 120a) contains eight address registers 122. 

15 Similarly, each scalar register set (e.g., 130a) and each 
vector register set (e.g., 140a) contains eight scalar 
• registers 132 and eight vector registers 142, 
respectively. Address registers 122, scalar registers 
132, and vector registers 142 are more thoroughly 

20 described in U.S. Patent No. 4,128,880, issued Dec. 5, 
1978, to Cray, Jr., entitled "COMPUTER VECTOR REGISTER 
PROCESSING", and U.S. Patent No. 4,661,900, issued Arpil 
28, 1987, to Chen et al. , entitled "FLEXIBLE CHAINING IN 
VECTOR PROCESSOR WITH SELECTIVE USE OF VECTOR REGISTERS AS 

25 OPERAND AND RESULT REGISTERS", both of which are assigned 
to Cray Research Inc., the assignee of the present 
invention, and are incorporated herein by reference. 

In sum, each of the eight threads llOa-h in a 
processor 101 has its own set of eight address registers 

30 120a-h, a set of eight scalar registers 130a-h, and a set 
of eight vector registers 140a-h. Each of these register 
sets are private to a thread; therefore, each of the eight 
independent register sets in a processor 101 of the 
present invention corresponds to a different instruction 

35 thread. For example, address register set 12 0a, scalar 
register set 130a, and vector register set 140a all 
correspond and are private to thread 110a; address 
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register set 120b, scalar register set 130b, and vector 
register set 140b all correspond and are private to thread 
110b; etc. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that 
reserving a register set for each thread increases 
5 processing speed and efficiency over a scheme where 
multiple threads share a single register set; the scheme 
used in the preferred embodiment of the present invention 
eliminates the otherwise required lengthy and time 
consuming process of saving each thread's register state 

10 each time a context switch occurred. 

Each thread llOa-h requires only eight of each 
type of register (address, scalar, and vector) because of 
the memory latency hiding ability of the context switching 
processor of the present invention. Those skilled in the 

15 art will readily recognize that this small number of 
registers per processor greatly reduces the complexity and 
physical size of the processors used in the preferred 
embodiment of the present invention. First, issue control 
is greatly simplified, and second, use of instruction 

2 0 parcels larger than 16 bits is avoided, thus packing more 

instructions into the pipelined threads and reducing 
memory traffic in the crossbar networks due to instruction 
fetches. 

Although each thread in a processor requires an 
25 independent and private copy of its complete register of 
resources, eight full copies of all associated register 
control (such as vector length and address counters, 
reservation flags, etc.), along with eight way 
multiplexing circuits to steer data between the active 

3 0 thread and the functional units are not necessary. Those 

skilled in the art will recognize that there are varying 
levels of compromise that can be made which minimize the 
impact of multiple threads on processor complexity and 
that have a dramatic effect on hardware levels. 
35 For example, in one possible embodiment of the 

present invention, a single bank of RAM would be used for 
each register, with the RAM having a size equal to the 
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number of threads times the number of elements in the 
register. For example, the RAM for vector register V0 in 
an eight thread processor would be 64 elements times eight 
threads, or 512 words deep. The simple base address 
5 register selects the active thread by pointing to a 64 
element region in the RAM. This implementation has the 
hardware advantages of requiring no more register control 
hardware than a single context processor, except for the 
thread pointer. Only the actual RAM has grown. The 

10 disadvantage is that a register reservation on VO for any 
thread reserves it for all threads. Unnecessary issue 
blocks due to memory conflicts between contexts are caused 
by the additional register dependents, even though the 
functional resource may be free. 

15 This register dependence can be avoided in a 

second embodiment of the present invention wherein 
multiple banks of RAM for each register are used, with 
each bank still containing multiple thread sets that are 
addressed by simple pointers. An improvement on the above 

20 single bank example would be to have two banks of RAM, 
each containing four program threads. One bank would 
handle even number threads, and the other bank would 
handle odd threads. The active thread would alternate 
between the banks. Since consecutive active threads would 

25 reside in different banks, thread dependencies would be 
minimized. Only a two way multiplex between the registers 
and functional resources is needed, with two sets of 
register controls. 

Those skilled in the art will readily recognize 

30 that as growing circuit integrations permit larger scale 
parallel systems to be practical, increasing numbers of 
contexts can be included by logical expansions of this 
scheme. For instance, 16 threads could reside in four 
banks of four threads each, or 64 threads in eight banks 

35 of eight threads. Such large numbers of available 
contexts would permit computers with extremely massive 
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parallelism to effectively hide the latency of a shared 
memory . 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, a processor 101 can execute one instruction per 
5 clock period from the active thread and 2 PLOPS per clock 
period. Thus, for example, with a clock speed of 4 
nanoseconds, each processor 101 of the present invention 
is capable of a peak execution rate of 250 MIPS and 500 
MFLOPS. System peak performance (1024 processors) at 4 

10 nanoseconds would be 256 GIPS and 512 GFLOPS. At a 2 
nanosecond clock period, processor peak rates are 500 MIPS 
and 1GFLOP, for a corresponding system peak with 1024 
processors of 512 GIPS and 1 TERAFLOP . These numbers 
would double again for a system having a 1 nanosecond 

15 design clock period. 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, each of the threads llOa-h has access to a 
small local high-speed "scratch pad" memory 160a-h. 
Registers can be spilled to these scratch pad memories 

2 0 160a-h if necessary. Also constants, table values, tags 

for thread identification and management, etc., can also 
be kept there. Access to the scratch pad memories 160a-h 
is real time, and latencies associated with it do not 
cause a context switch. 
25 The eight threads llOa-h of a processor 101 of 

the present invention share the functional unit resources 
within a processor 101. Separate address functional units 
200 are associated with the sets of address registers 
120a-h, the sets of scalar registers 130a-h are supported 

3 0 by scalar functional units 202, and the sets of vector 

register sets 140a-h are supported by vector functional 
units 206. Floating point functional units 204 are shared 
by the scalar and vector register sets. Those skilled in 
the art will ready recognize that the functional unit 
35 resources could be expanded to include fewer or additional 
functional units operations than are shown in FIGURE 3A 
without departing from the scope of the present invention. 
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In the preferred embodiment of the present invention, all 
operands are 64 bits wide. 

Each processor 101 in the preferred embodiment of 
the present invention has three ports to common memory, 

5 ports A, B and C (not shown in FIGURE 1) . Port A is a 
read-only port used for multi-port vector read memory 
references and I/O memory read references. Port B is also 
a read-only memory, which is used for multi-port vector 
read memory references and instruction fetches. Port C is 

10 a read/write port, handling single port vector reads, 
vector writes, scalar reads and writes, and I/O writes to 
common memory. Each part has two main portions, the input 
circuitry and the output circuitry. 

FIGURE 4 A shows a block diagram of Port A input 

15 circuitry 300, FIGURE 4B shows a block diagram of Port B 
input circuitry 302, and FIGURE 4C shows a block diagram 
of Port C input circuitry 304. On read only memory ports 
A and B, input circuitries 300 and 302 are capable of 
receiving one message from memory per clock period, 

2 0 consisting of 88 bits of data, 16 bits of bank address 
(for failure recording) , 16 bits of destination code 
(steering internal to the processor) , and a valid bit. On 
read/write memory, port C, input circuitry 3 04 has the 
ability to receive one message per clock period from 

25 memory. If the original request was a read, the input 
message has the same parts as the input message for the 
read-only ports, plus one additional bit indicating that 
the reference was a read. However, if the request was a 
memory write, the input memory bits are redefined to 

30 provide only enough information for write completion 
accounting, namely three bits of context information and 
a valid bit. With the exception of this special tap on 
the read/ write input port for write completion accounting, 
all three ports input circuitry looks approximately 

35 identical. Each has an error correction and ■ detection 
unit 320, error address latches 314, and steering circuits 
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312 to direct the memory data to the processor resource 
specified in the destination code. 

FIGURE 5A shows a block diagram of Port A output 
circuitry 350, FIGURE 5B shows a block diagram of Port B 
5 output circuitry 352 , and FIGURE 5C shows a block diagram 
of Port C output circuitry 354. On read-only memory ports 
A and B, output circuitry 350 and 352 is capable of 
transmitting one message to memory per clock period. Each 
message consists of 34 bits of address, two bits of mode 

10 information (for the shared registers) , 16 bits of 
destination code, and a valid bit. On read/write memory 
port C, output circuitry 354 has the ability to send one 
message per clock period to memory. This message may 
consist of a read request or a write request. If it is a 

15 write request, the message has 34 bits of address, 88 bits 
of data, two bits of shared register mode information, 
three bits of context information (for write completion 
accounting) , a write bit and a valid bit. If the message 
is a read request, bits in the data field are reassigned 

2 0 so that the message carries the same information as the 

output message from the read-only ports. 

As with the input circuitries, the structure of 
the three output circuitries ports are similar, with only 
the bit width of the messages and the processor resources 
25 that are steered to the port being different. Thus, this 
specification will describe the operation of port output 
circuitry with reference to FIGURE 5A. Those skilled in 
the art will readily recognize that the following 
description applies equally well to Port B output 

3 0 circuitry 352 as shown in FIGURE 5B, and Port C output 

circuitry 354 as shown in FIGURE 5C, with only minor 
differences applying. 

Referring now to FIGURE 5A, data from the 
processor resources are merged into the memory port 
35 address adder 360. This adder 360 is capable of summing 
three numbers per clock period. The first clock period of 
a vector or block transfer, these numbers are the Base 
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Address, starting address, and increment value. 
Thereafter, the numbers are the increment value and the 
recirculated absolute address. Scalar reference address 
arithmetic may involve adding Base Address, a constant 
5 from the instruction stream, and a register value 
representing the memory address together to form the 
absolute address. This absolute address is tested for 
being greater than or equal to the Base Address, and less 
then or equal to the Limit Address. The Base and Limit 

10 Addresses can represent one of up to eight secure blocks 
in memory. A selected block is secured by a user 
instruction. In parallel with the address manipulations, 
the error correction and detection code bits are generated 
on the write data. 

15 Each port has dual reference buffers associated 

with it, reference buffer A 362 and buffer B 364. Each 
• reference buffer is capable of absorbing an entire 64 
element vector stream if necessary. The reference buffers 
are used alternately in the event the memory crossbar 

20 network is unable to accept messages at the rate of one 
per clock period. 

There is a read and write pointer into each 
reference buffer A 362 and B 364. If these pointers are 
equal, the buffer is empty. When the memory crossbar 

25 network is unable to keep up the message stream emerging 
from the port address adder 360 and error 
correction/detection circuits, messages are written into 
a reference buffer at buffer addresses indicated by the 
write pointer, which then increments for each message. 

3 0 Starting from the clock period the first "resistance" is 
encountered to a stream, all subsequent messages in the 
stream are written into the reference buffer. Messages to 
be injected into the crossbar network now come from the 
reference buffer addresses indicated by the read pointer 

35 instead of directly from the message stream from the 
processor. The read pointer increments each time a 
message is accepted by the network, until the read and 



WO 92/07335 



PCT/US9I/07271 



29 

write pointers are equal and the stream is complete. The 
pointers are cleared prior to the next reference stream. 

While one reference buffer is in the process of 
being emptied, a stream of memory references can be loaded 
5 into the other buffer. When the first buffer is emptied, 
the messages from the head of the second buffer are sent 
to the memory crossbar network with no delay. The empty 
first buffer is then available to accept the next stream 
of references from the processor. Thus, a choked memory 
10 port will still allow two full length vector references to 
that port to proceed to completion from the processor's 
standpoint. 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention memory reference messages from reference buffer 
15 A 362, B 364, or the processor are steered to one of four 
sets of quadrant buffers by a decode of the lowest order 
two bits of the message steering address. Each set of 
quadrant buffers is composed of three buffers, each able 
to hold one message. Messages enter buffer C 374 if 

2 0 empty, or buffer B 372 if buffer C 374 is occupied and 

buffer B 372 is empty, or buffer A 370 if both B 372 and 
C 374 are occupied and A 370 is empty. Data can also move 
from buffer A 370 to B 372 and from buffer B 372 to C 374. 
Message ordering is maintained between the three quadrant 
25 buffers. If all three buffers contain data and buffer C 
374 empties, B 372 will move to C 374, A 370 will move to 
B 372 and any waiting new message will enter buffer A 370 ♦ 

Memory messages are broken into two packets in 

3 0 quadrant buffer C 374 as it is transmitted to the first 

level of 4x4 crossbar switches in the memory crossbar 
network. Communication between quadrant buffer C 374 and 
the entry buffers of the first level of the crossbar 
network is the same as between any two 4x4 crossbar 
35 switches, as described hereinbelow. Because of this two 
packet path, data movements between quadrant buffers takes 
place at best every two clock periods. But the quadrant 
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buffers can be filled from the processor or reference 
buffers at the rate of one per clock. The two packet 
organization of memory messages leaving the port means 
that vector or block transfer strides that are multiples 
5 of four will proceed at a maximum rate of one message 
every two clock periods. Odd strides, strides of one or 
two, or odd multiples of two all can proceed at the rate 
of one message per clock period. 

10 Processor to Memory Crossbar Network 

FIGURE 6 shows a block diagram of a 4x4 crossbar 
switch 500 of the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention. Those skilled in the art will recognize that 
the crossbar switch of the present invention could also be 

15 constructed as an 8x8 , 2x2, 2x4, 4x2, etc., or virtually 
any m x n number of inputs and outputs, without departing 
from the scope of the present invention. Each 4x4 
crossbar switch 500 used in the preferred embodiment of 
the present invention has the ability to steer data from 

20 each of the four input paths 502a-d, to one of the four 
output paths 518a-d, with a best case transit time of four 
clock periods. Identical crossbar switches 400 are used 
in both the inbound and outbound crossbar networks. 
Although the following Detailed Description describes only 

25 the transfer of an outbound processor-to-memory reference 
through an outbound crossbar network, it shall be 
understood , as those skilled in the art will appreciate, 
that the inbound crossbar networks operate in essentially 
the same manner as transfer through the outbound crossbar 

3 0 networks described below. 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, inbound and outbound references are received by 
the crossbar networks in two sequential packets. For the 
read/write ports, the first packet contains all control 

35 information such as mode bits, destination code, bank or 
steering bits, and chip address. The second packet 
contains data. For the read only ports, the first packet 
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contains control information such as mode bits, 
destination code and bank or steering bits. The second 
packet contains the chip address. Those skilled in the 
art will readily recognize that this method of evenly 
5 distributing the reference bits between the two packets 
helps to minimize the interconnects required to implement 
the crossbar network of the present invention. 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, the second packet follows the first packet into 

10 and through the switch on the immediately following clock 
period, travelling along the same interconnect path as the 
first packet. Because of this, each data movement takes 
two clock periods. The second packet exits crossbar 
switch 500 exactly one clock period later than the first 

15 packet. 

Those skilled in the art will readily recognize 
that packet ing the memory references and cycling them 
sequentially through the crossbar networks 400 reduces by 
a factor of two the number of interconnects required to 

20 implement a crossbar switch. In modern designs, there are 
more gates inside a chip by ratio than there are available 
interconnects to be able to use them. Therefore, 
interconnects are the scarce resource in many chip 
designs. For example, assume a 4x4 crossbar switch having 

25 four independent paths in and four independent paths out, 
and a 12 0 bitwide memory reference. The number of 
interconnects required to make such a crossbar switch 
would thus be eight times 120. Those skilled in the art 
will readily recognize that this is a very large number, 

3 0 much larger than could be fit on a single chip, and in 
fact much larger than could be fit on several chips. By 
packeting the memory references, the 120 bitwide memory 
reference is reduced by a factor of two. This reduces all 
system interconnects by a factor of two as well, a 

35 reduction which can be very significant. Those skilled in 
the art will recognize that this packeting method used in 
the present invention greatly compacts the system design, 



WO 92/07335 



PCT/US91/07271 



32 

in that a crossbar switch can be implemented with fewer 
chips . 

Each of the input paths 502a-d of crossbar switch 
500 is composed of at least one entry buffer. The actual 
5 number of entry buffers is a variable depending upon on 
how far apart the crossbar switches are placed in the 
crossbar networks. The number of entry buffers in a 
crossbar switch is variable depending on the round trip 
time for communication between crossbar switches. As each 

10 clock period is added to the communication time, an 
additional entry buffer is needed. The purpose of the 
entry buffers is to cover the communication time between 
crossbar switches so that multiple message packets can be 
sent. Therefore, in the embodiment of the present 

15 invention shown in FIGURE 6, where the crossbar switches 
communicate in one clock period, there are two entry 
buffers, buffer A 504 and buffer B 506. 

Each of these buffers 504 and 506 can contain 
both packets of one message. A message entering crossbar 

20 switch 500 through one of the input paths 502a-d is first 
latched the corresponding buffer B 506 for that path if it 
does not already contain another message. If buffer B 506 
is occupied, the message is instead latched into buffer A 
504. Once buffer B 506 is empty, messages contained in 

25 buffer A 504 can then be latched into buffer B 506. If 
both buffer B and buffer A are full when another message 
attempts access, that message simply waits until a buffer 
is free before entering the crossbar switch. 

Once the first packet of a message is latched 

30 into buffer B 504, buffer B 506 decodes the two message 
steering bits to determine which of the four outputs 518a- 
d the message is to be routed to. In this manner, in the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention, buffer B 
506 can steer the entire message before both packets of 

35 the message are present. 

After it decodes the two message steering bits, 
buffer B 506 replaces the two message steering bits in the 
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first packet with two bits representing from which of the 
four input paths 502a-d the message entered crossbar 
switch 500. In this manner, a return address back to the 
originating processor is built in the message steering 
5 bits as a message travels through the successive layers of 
crossbar switches on its way to common memory. After the 
data is retrieved from memory, the processor return 
address information is available in the message steering 
bits to guide the retrieved data back to the originating 

10 processor. Similarly, for inbound references, a return 
address indicating from which memory bank the reference 
came is available in the message steering bits once the 
message gets back to the processor. In this way, if there 
was an error in the data, the processor knows which memory 

15 bank the erroneous message came from, thus helping to 
pinpoint where the error occurred. 

This bit replacing scheme reduces system 
interconnects and message length as it eliminates the 
necessity of sending the processor return address along 

20 with the message. Instead, the bit replacing scheme of 
the preferred embodiment of the present invention simply 
uses the same bits and interconnects to steer messages on 
the way out to automatically generate the processor or 
memory bank return address. 

25 The message steering bits as decoded in buffer B 

506 determine which of the four "quadrant" buffers 508-514 
a message goes to after leaving buffer B 506. As with 
input buffers A 504 and B 506, each of the quadrant 
buffers 508-514 can contain both packets of one message. 

30 If the destination quad buffer 508-514 is empty, a 
reference can leave buffer B 506 and enter the relevant 
quad buffer 508-514. 

The purpose of quadrant buffers 508-514 is to 
reduce message contention and blocking in the crossbar 

35 network. For example, if output path 518a is blocked, 
output buffer 516a will be full, containing a message 
waiting for the path to clear. When another message 
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headed for output path 518a enters crossbar switch 500 on 
input path 502a, for example, that message will move into 
quadrant buffer 508a, where it will wait for output select 
circuit 516a to clear. Then if an additional message 
5 destined for any other output path enters input path 502a, 
that message will not be blocked from access to its 
destination ouput, because it simply moves into the 
appropriate quadrant buffer. In this manner more messages 
can "get around" blocks in the crossbar network. Only if 

10 an input path is blocked all the way to the entry buffers 
will a messages entering on that path be completely 
blocked off from all output paths. If quadrant buffers 
508-514 in crossbar switch 500 of the present invention 
were not there, all four outputs would be blocked. 

15 Through the use of quadrant buffers 508-514, only 1 of 4 
output paths is blocked at that point. Those skilled in 
' the art will readily recognize and appreciate that 
quadrant buffers 508-514 greatly reduce the possibility of 
message contention and blocking in the cross bar networks. 

20 After both packets of a message have entered one 

of the quadrant buffers 508-514, the message becomes 
eligible to be steered out the appropriate output select 
circuit 516a-d. Each output selection circuit 516 looks 
for messages from the corresponding quadrant buffer 508- 

25 514 from each input path 502a-d. For example, output 
select circuit 516a looks for eligible messages from 
quadrant "0" buffers 508a, 508b, 508c, and 508d, which 
entered crossbar switch 500 from input paths 502a, 502b, 
502c, and 502d, respectively. If there is only one 

30 eligible message in the appropriate quadrant buffers 508- 
514, the output select circuit 516a-d simply transmits 
that message to the corresponding output path 518. In the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention, if there is 
more than one eligible message in the appropriate quadrant 

35 buffers 508-514, output select circuit 516a-d transmits 
the next message in round robin order from the last 
quadrant buffer selected. For example, if output select 
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circuit 516c selects quadrant buffer 512b for 
transmission, it would next select quadrant buffer 512c 
for transmission if 512c had an eligible message and more 
than one eligible message were present. 
5 Once a message travels through an output path 

518a-d of crossbar switch 500, the message proceeds on to 
the next layer of crossbar switches (or common memory if 
the transmitting crossbar switch was in the final layer of 
the outbound crossbar network, or a processor if the 

10 transmitting crossbar switch was in the last layer of the 
inbound crossbar network) • 

The following table traces a message (the two 
packets of the message are labeled "packet 0" and ''packet 
1") through the crossbar switch 500 of FIGURE 6 from Input 

15 Path 0 502a to Quad 3 output path 518d with no other 
contending data: 



Clock 0: 
20 Clock 1: 

Clock 2: 

25 

Clock 3: 
Clock 4: 



Msg. packet 0 enters Path 502a Buffer B 
506a. 

Msg. packet 1 enters Path 502a Buffer B 
506a. Msg. packet 0 enters Path 502a Quad 
3 Buffer 514a. 

Msg. packet 1 enters Path 502a Quad 3 Buffer 
514a. 

Quad 3 Output select circuit 516d recognizes 
eligible reference. 

Msg. packet 0 steered to Quad 3 Output 518d. 
Msg. packet 1 steered to Quad 3 Output 518d. 



3 0 Smooth communication between successive layers of 

the crossbar network of the present invention is achieved 
through use of a response bit. After a message has moved 
from buffer B 506 to a quad buffer in the destination 
crossbar switch, the destinating crossbar switch asserts 

35 a single response bit back to the transmitting output of 
the previous crossbar switch. In this manner, the 
transmitting crossbar switch "knows" it can send two 
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messages to the destination crossbar switch (one would 
enter buffer B 506 and the second would enter buffer A 
504) before it must pause to wait for the response bit. 
A single response bit received before additional messages 
5 are transmitted means that there is room for one more 
message in the entry buffers A 504 and B 506 of the 
destination crossbar switch. Two response bits mean that 
there is room for two messages in the destination crossbar 
switch . 

10 The round trip communication time between 

crossbar switches is determined by the amount of time for 
a reference to go out of the transmitting crossbar switch 
and the time when a response bit is received back from the 
receiving crossbar switch. The number of entry buffers 

15 per crossbar switch required is one-half of this roundtrip 
communication time. In the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, communication between switches is timed 
such that the response bit is received by the transmitting 
crossbar switch just in time for the transmitting switch 

20 to send out its next message (if there is one) . If the 
timing were not this way, those skilled in the art will 
realize that a message at the transmitting crossbar switch 
would have to wait. Using the timing method of the 
present invention, however, the response bit is received 

25 such that an available output message can go out 
immediately. 

Those skilled in the art will readily recognize 
and appreciate that the crossbar network design of the 
present invention greatly increases the scalability of the 

3 0 architecture. The architecture is very scalable because 
each crossbar switch need only communicate with its 
neighbors, those crossbar switches which it is actually 
hooked up to. Each individual crossbar switch does not 
need to have global information about the whole layer or 

35 about what is happening two or three layers ahead. Each 
crossbar switch needs only local information to arbitrate 
and send data through. Similarly, the processors do not 
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need to have global knowledge before sending out memory 
references. In this way, the processors do not have to 
make sure that an entire data path from the processor to 
the memory bank is clear before sending out a message. 
5 Using the crossbar method of the present invention, the 
processors simply "fire and forget". Those skilled in the 
art will appreciate that because the architecture of the 
present invention requires no global arbitrator, the 
system of the present invention scales very easily just by 

10 simple replication because there is no need for any 
redesign of either the processor, the crossbar switches, 
or the operating system. One need simply rehook the 
components in a different configuration and the 
architecture instantly scales. 

15 Another advantage of the crossbar network of the 

present invention is that as long as each crossbar switch 
works the same, it does not matter what type of processors 
are used nor how fast the memory is. Any multiple thread 
type of processor is adaptable to the system of the 

20 present invention. Also, even if every bank of memory 
were at a different speed, the architecture of the present 
invention would still work without having to do any 
complicated redesign. Those skilled in the art will 
recognize that the architecture of the present invention 

25 is therefore extremely flexible in this respect. 

In the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, the crossbar circuitry is designed such that a 
maximum of four levels of logic are performed each clock 
period. This design constraint results in a best case 

30 transit time of four clock periods through crossbar switch 
500 for the preferred embodiment of the present invention. 
Those skilled in the art will recognize that restraining 
the design to four levels of logic per clock period 
permits the use of slower circuit technology while still 

3 5 maintaining a high clock rate, thus resulting in lower 
system power and cooling requirements and permitting 
utilization of larger scale integration levels. Because 
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a large fraction of the hardware of the computing machine 
of the present invention consists of the crossbar 
switching network, those skilled in the art will readily 
appreciate that the use of larger scale integration levels 
5 in the preferred embodiment of the present invention 
results in an enormous attendant hardware savings, a large 
power savings, and allows use of lower, cheaper hardware 
technology . 

Yet another advantage of the crossbar network of 

10 the present invention is tied to the context switching 
aspect of the processors. Those skilled in the art will 
appreciate that one feature of context switching 
processors is that processor idle time is greatly reduced, 
substantially increasing processor efficiency. Because 

15 there is almost zero processor dead time, an incredible 
demand is placed on the memory and on the crossbar memory 
arbitration network since the processors are constantly 
making memory requests. Because of the context switching 
aspect of the processors used in the present invention, a 

20 processor does not care whether one of its threads has to 
wait longer for its memory references to be satisfied, 
because the processor can simply context switch to the 
next thread while the first thread is waiting. Thus, the 
context switching processor of the present invention is 

25 not time sensitive and can therefore operate efficiently 
even with a larger memory latency. Essentially, the 
design of the present invention has traded memory latency 
requirements for an increased bandwidth so that a large 
volume of data can be moved. Those skilled in the art 

3 0 will readily recognize and appreciate that such a design 
scheme results in a very high throughput machine at a very 
high bandwidth; a design which is particularly well suited 
for highly parallel vector processing tasks. 
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Common Memory Design 
FIGURES 7A and 7B show a block diagram of a 
memory board 800 of the type used in the preferred 
embodiment of the present invention. Memory board 800 
5 contains input circuitry to take processor reference 
messages from the crossbar network, sixteen banks of 
memory, and output steering circuitry to send memory 
reference messages through the inbound crossbar network 
back to the originating processor. 

10 In the preferred embodiment of the present 

invention, each memory bank 840 consists of 23 memory 
chips and 5 bank control logic chips. Twenty two of the 
memory chips are 256K by 4 bit static RAMs with a cycle 
time of less than 13 clock periods. These 22 memory chips 

15 form a 64 bit data word with 16 check bits for error 
detection and correction. The 16 check bits permit 
correction in the event of the failure of all four bits in 
a static RAM memory device. The error detection scheme 
used in the preferred embodiment of the present invention 

2 0 is referred to as a "chip isolation" scheme, a description 

of which can be found in U.S. Statutory Invention 
Registration application Serial No. 400,071, filed August 
30, 1989, to Schwoerer, entitled "BIT DETECTION METHOD FOR 
ENHANCED SEC-DED ERROR DETECTION AND CORRECTION IN MULTI- 
25 BIT MEMORY DEVICES", assigned to the same assignee as the 
present invention and which is incorporated herein by 
reference. The twenty third memory chip is a 256K by 1 
bit chip that stores the memory lock bits. 

Those skilled in the art will readily recognize 

3 0 and appreciate that memory banks 840 need not be 

constructed with the same logic design as the specific 
embodiment described herein, and that any arrangement 
calculated to achieve the same purpose may be substituted 
for the specific embodiment described. For example, the 
35 architecture of the present invention would also support 
a memory design utilizing a very large directly 
addressable memory of SRAM and DRAM. Other memory designs 
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could also be used without departing from the scope of the 
present inveniton. 

There are two methods of synchronizing common 
memory references from the multiple processors in the 
5 preferred embodiment of the present invention. These are 
the memory lock bits, located in the 23rd memory chip, and 
shared registers, located in the five bank control logic 
chips. The memory lock bits are used to lock and reserve 
individual memory locations. In the preferred embodiment 

10 of the present invention, there are two types of 
instructions, one that uses the lock bits and one that 
does not. A locked memory write reference will write data 
into an unlocked memory location and then cause the 
location to become locked. If a memory location is locked 

15 it must be accompanied by an appropriate read reference to 
unlock it. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that 
■ these lock bits can be used to synchronize data between 
processors. A reference that is rejected by the memory 
due to a locked condition of the location is returned to 

2 0 the processor with a rejection code. The processor will 

then need to reissue the reference until it gains access 
to the location. 

The second manner in which processor 
synchronization is accomplished is by use of the shared 
25 registers. The 5 bank control logic chips in each memory 
bank contain memory sequencing circuitry, memory lock read 
control, and the special shared register used for 
processor synchronization. This shared register operates 
in one of three modes; as a fetch and increment 

3 0 (decrement) register, as an unlocked data register, and as 

a semaphore register. An example of use of registers as 
semaphores can be found in U.S. Patent No. 4,754,398 to 
Pribnow, issued June 28, 1988, entitled "SYSTEM FOR 
MULTIPROCESSOR COMMUNICATION USING LOCAL AND COMMON 
35 SEMAPHORE AND INFORMATION REGISTERS" , which patent is 
assigned to the same assignee as the present invention and 
is incorporated herein by reference. 
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Those skilled in the art will readily recognize 
that there are several distinct advantages to having the 
shared registers directly on the memory banks. In this 
way, the burden of arbitration for the shared registers 
5 between processors is taken off the processors themselves 
and is instead accomplished by the crossbar network. 
Because the shared registers are located on the memory 
banks and are part of each memory bank control, shared 
register access arbitration between the processors is 

10 accomplished by the crossbar network, the same network 
that arbitrates memory references. Therefore, since 
shared register accesses look as though they are simply 
another memory reference, there is no additional hardware 
required to accomplish the arbitration between processors 

15 for shared memory. Those skilled in the art will 
recognize that this scheme offers a distinct advantage 
over a design using separate paths and separate 
arbitration networks to coordinate and synchronize 
multiple processor systems. 

20 Another advantage of having all the shared 

registers on the memory side of the architecture rather 
than on the processor side, is that such a design scales 
very easily. Therefore, when the scale of the system of 
the present invention is changed, no redesigns need be 

25 made in each individual processor or on a global 
arbitrator (because the architecture of the present 
invention does not require a global arbitrator) . Rather, 
the shared register arbitration of the present invention 
is such that all processors can talk to as many number of 

30 processors as is desired and none of the semaphores and 
none of the registers need be on the processor side. 

In the fetch and increment mode of the shared 
registers, loop counts can be distributed amongst the 
various processors very easily. All a processor need do 

35 is read the shared register and it automatically 
increments the register and gives the processor an updated 
loop count. The next processor then reads the shared 
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register, gets the next loop count and it then increments 
the register automatically. Those skilled in the art will 
readily recognize that this "autoincrement" feature of the 
fetch and increment mode of the shared registers is an 
5 extremely powerful function of the shared registers, and 
offers distinct advantages over alternative methods of 
implementing a fetch and increment for distribution of 
loop counts used in the past. For example, one old way to 
implement a fetch and increment for loop count 
10 distribution where the shared registers are not located at 
the memory, there must be a separate memory location that 
is the loop counter, and the semaphore or processor locks 
that memory location, reads it into the processor, 
increments it, writes is back out and unlocks it. The 
15 total locking time that the counter is locked up can be 
dozens or even hundreds of clock periods. In a very 
highly parallel system with a large number of processors, 
in order to distribute a loop count to hundreds of 
processors would take hundreds of times that lock variable 
20 time. In order to reduce the lock variable time, of the 
present invention uses the shared registers at the memory 
for autoincrement and distribution of loop counts. 
Processors can also issue a read, and in the preferred 
embodiment of the present invention they are satisfied at 
25 the rate of one every two clock periods. Therefore, if 
there are 100 processors, they can all have a new loop 
count in 200 clock periods. This time defines the 
"granularity'' of the system. (The term "granularity" 
refers to the smallest size loop on which all system 
30 processors can cooperate at once.) In an older style 
design, for example, because the lock time is hundreds of 
clock periods times hundreds of processors, the 
granularity may be tens of thousands of clock periods. In 
the system of the present invention, however, the 
35 granularity might only be a hundred or two clock periods. 
Those skilled in the art will readily recognize that the 
architecture of the present invention greatly reduces the 
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granularity of the system and makes a wider variety of 
application programs parallelizable. 

The reason this shared register arbitration 
scheme of the present invention works effectively is tied 
5 to the context switching aspect of the processors used in 
the present invention. While one thread is waiting for 
access to a shared register, the processor need simply 
context switch to another thread while the first thread is 
waiting for synchronization to occur. Because a thread 

10 can "go to sleep" while waiting for the shared register 
access to come back, that thread does not care that the 
shared registers are way out on the memory and that the 
reference takes a little longer to get back. This is an 
example of another instance that the architecture of the 

15 present invention can still work very efficiently 
regardless of memory latencies. 

A further advantage of the shared register 
synchronization design of the present invention is related 
to the very large number of shared registers in proportion 

20 to the number of processors which are used in the present 
invention. The very large number of shared registers is 
important because although the lock time has been reduced 
to only two clock periods in the preferred embodiment of 
the present invention, if the loop count is being 

25 distributed among, for example, 1000 processors, the 
granularity of the system would still be a very large 
number of clock periods. Software techniques can take 
advantage of the large number of shared registers by 
breaking the processors into teams such that the 

30 processors get their loop counts from different registers. 
Those skilled in the art will appreciate the desirability 
of having a large number of shared registers. Having the 
type of functionality achieved with the shared register 
design of the present invention in a separate network 

3 5 would require a very large amount of separate hardware 
which would all also have to scale. Therefore, the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention results in 
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a tremendous hardware savings over alternative designs 
simply by putting the shared registers directly on the 
memory banks. 

Messages enter memory board 800 through one of 
5 three memory port input paths, 801a-c. These paths 
correspond to the processor ports A, B, and C. Because 
ports A and B are memory read only ports, each message 
entering along memory port input paths 801a and 801b 
consist of a memory address along with a destination tag. 

10 Because port C is a read/write port, messages entering 
along memory port input path 801c may be accompanied by a 
data word to be stored in memory. In the preferred 
embodiment of the present invention, each processor's 
three reference ports has its own separate communication 

15 path all the way to the memory banks 840 by dedicating 
both an inbound and an outbound crossbar network to each 
of the three ports, as described herein previously. Those 
skilled in the art will recognize that this design scheme 
reduces message contention and blocking to a minimum. 

2 0 In the preferred embodiment of the present 

invention, messages entering memory board 800 are routed 
to the appropriate memory bank 840 using a method similar 
to the steering method of the 4x4 crossbar switch of the 
present invention described previously herein. Messages 

25 entering memory board 800 in one of the three memory input 
paths 801a-c first enter buffer B 804 for that path if the 
buffer is empty. If buffer B 804 is occupied, the message 
is latched into buffer A 802 for that path. Once buffer 
B 804 is emptied, the contents of buffer A 802 are moved 

30 to buffer B 804. 

Once the first packet of a message has entered 
buffer B 804, buffer B 804 decodes message steering bits 
and steers the message to one of four group buffers 806, 
808, 810, or 812 for that path which are associated with 

35 groups of four memory banks. For example, a message 
entering memory board 800 through input port B 804b and to 
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be routed to memory bank group 2 would be steered to group 
2 buffer 810b. 

Another level of steering is accomplished next, 
again using the same method as is used for message 
5 movement from the entry buffers to the quadrant buffers in 
a 4x4 crossbar switch of the present invention as 
described previously herein. Messages move from the group 
buffers 806-812 associated with a group of four memory 
banks to a bank input buffer 820 associated with a single 

10 memory bank 840. At this level, messages become eligible 
to be selected by the bank control logic chips to access 
either the memory chips or the shared register. 

To go from memory board 800 back to the 
requesting processor, the reference simply goes back out 

15 of the memory bank and through the appropriate inbound 
crossbar network back to the originating processor in 
essentially the same manner as an outbound 
processor-to-memory reference travels through an outbound 
crossbar network, as described herein previously. 

20 Although a specific embodiment has been 

illustrated and described herein, it will be appreciated 
by those skilled in the art that any arrangement which is 
calculated to achieve the same purpose may be substituted 
for the specific embodiment shown. For example, the 

25 architecture of the present invention may be implemented 
with a different number of processors, different amounts 
of memory, or a different number of program threads per 
processor. In addition, those skilled in the art will 
recognize that, the architecture of the present invention 

3 0 is not dependent upon the specific type of processor used, 
the speed of memory, or the specific logic designs 
disclosed in the detailed description. For example, 
although the preferred embodiment was described herein as 
using a modified Cray 2 style processor, different types 

35 of processors could be used without departing from the 
scope of the present invention. For example, in an 
alternate embodiment of the present invention, a modified 
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Cray Y-MP type processor, made by Cray Research, Inc. , the 
assignee of the present invention, could be substituted 
for the modified Cray 2 style processor disclosed in the 
detailed description of the present invention. A block 
5 diagram of a Cray Y-MP processor can be found in U.S. 
Patent Application Serial No. 07/438,679, filed November 
17, 1989, to Lee et al., entitled "VECTOR BIT MATRIX 
MULTIPLY FUNCTIONAL UNIT", which application is 
incorporated herein by reference. A Cray 1 style 

10 processor could also be substituted for the specific 
embodiment shown. A block diagram of a Cray 1 processor 
can be found in the. aforementioned U.S. Patent No. 
4,128,880 to Cray, Jr. 

This application is intended to cover any 

15 adaptations or variations of the present invention. 
Therefore, it is manifestly intended that this invention 
' be limited only by the claims and the equivalents thereof. 
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WE CLAIM: 

1- A scalable parallel vector computer system, 

comprising: 

5 common memory means for storing digital 

information; 

vector processing means for executing scalar and 
vector instructions and for context switching between a 
plurality of instruction threads; and 
10 communication means for transmitting information 

between the common memory means and the vector processing 
means such that the information transmitted suffers 
variable latencies. 

15 2. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 

claim 1 wherein each vector processing means comprises: 

a plurality of reference ports for receiving or 
sending information from or to the communication means. 

a plurality of instruction threads; 
20 instruction buffer means for storing programmed 

instructions; and 

context switching means for context switching 
between instruction threads such that the variable 
latencies 

25 associated with the communication means are substantially 
hidden and processor idle time is significantly reduced. 

3. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 2 wherein the instruction buffer means comprises a 

30 plurality of instruction buffer sets such that each 
instruction thread has a dedicated set of instruction 
buffers . 

4. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
3 5 claim 3 wherein each instruction thread has a 

corresponding set of address registers, scalar registers 
and vector registers. 
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5. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 3 wherein the plurality of instruction threads share 
a group of scalar, vector, and address functional units. 

5 

6. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 2 wherein the vector processing means executes the 
instructions in the instruction buffer means until an 
issue block is encountered. 

10 

7. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 6 wherein the only issue blocks which cause a 
context switch are branch instructions, processor 
synchronization delays, and memory read data dependencies. 

15 

8. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 2 wherein the communication means comprises a 
plurality of crossbar networks in which an increasing 
number of connections result in an increasing amount of 

20 latencies, such that the system may be scaled to have a 
greater or lesser number of processors and more or less 
memory without substantially impacting individual 
processor performance. 

25 9. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 

claim 8 wherein the communication means further comprises 
a set of n outbound crossbar networks for communication 
from the context switching vector processors to the common 
memory, and a set of n inbound crossbar networks for 

30 communication from the common memory to the context 
switching vector processors, wherein n is equal to the 
number of reference ports per processor. 

10. The scalable parallel vector computer system 

35 of claim 9 wherein the crossbar networks further include 
at least one stage of crossbar switches. 
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11. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 10 wherein each crossbar switch further includes a 
quadrant buffer means for reducing contention and blocking 
in the crossbar network. 

5 

12. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 1 wherein the common memory means further includes 
a plurality of memory banks for storage of digital 
information. 

10 

13. The scalable parallel vector computer system of 
claim 12 wherein the common memory means further includes: 

a plurality of shared registers for processor 
synchronization wherein each shared register corresponds 
15 to an individual memory bank; and 

a plurality of lock bits such that the context 
switching vector processors can reserve the memory banks. 

14. A method of operating a context switching vector 
20 processor having a plurality of instruction threads each 

containing a plurality of scalar and vector instructions, 
comprising the steps of: 

(a) choosing an instruction thread ; 

(b) executing the scalar and vector 
25 instructions in the instruction thread; 

(c) encountering an issue block; 

(d) context switching to the next thread; 

(e) repeating steps (b) , (c) and (d) until 
all instructions are completed. 

30 

15. The method of claim 14 wherein context switching 
step (d) further comprises the step of checking whether 
the next thread has all of its issue blocks resolved. 

35 16. The method of claim 15 wherein context switching 

step (d) further comprises the step of bypassing a thread 
if its issue blocks are not resolved. 
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17. The method of claim 14 wherein the next thread is 

chosen in round robin order. 

5 18. The method of claim 14 wherein encountering step 

(c) occurs only when the issue block is due to a processor 
synchronization delay, branch instruction , or memory read 
data dependency. 

10 19. The method of claim 14 wherein the next thread is 

chosen in random order. 
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